CONSEQUENCES   OF   GRAVITATION  ...        59
is the best time for the test: for then the star disappears before the
sunlit part of the moon reaches it. One finds the dark edge of
the moon without seeing it.
The proof is certain that the moon has no atmosphere, unless
indeed an undetected one-thousandth of one per cent of our own
quantity, by pressure measure, be claimed; yet in all probability,
both the moon and the earth were once part of the sun, formed at
the same time, of similar materials. Doubtless the moon started
its celestial career with a blanket of air. Even if that was not the
case it would have gained an atmosphere of gases by evaporation,
by the action of volcanoes, and by the effects of meteors, the so-
called shooting stars, which struck it, and still strike it, daily, in
enormous numbers. Yet it lost that atmosphere molecule by mole-
cule. One after another they escaped into space, until finally the
solid surface of the moon was left in contact with a vacuum, empty
space, sheer nothingness.
Imagine the mounting terror of a race which should find its air
getting thinner year after year. Imagine the grim warnings of
scientists, the indifference of early generations, then the public
gatherings, the conferences of experts, the lobbies, the loud de-
mands that the administration take steps to ward off the impend-
ing doom. Would an attempt be made to roof over large areas,
or to supply air as a public utility ? Would the last hardy remnants
of a vanishing population retire into caves? It would be a losing
fight in any case. Even with an artificial supply of air for breath-
ing purposes, surface conditions without an atmosphere would be
unbearable.
But let us not waste our sympathies. It is not at all likely that
there were any witnesses to take note of what would otherwise
have been one of the great catastrophes of all times. Let us rather
consider what an atmosphere is, how it affects us, why it must be